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Abstract

This study is a look into students' views surrounding play and its place in the
elementary classroom. The study was qualitative in nature and focused wholly on
student interviews and their viewpoints and opinions on the subject. From these

interviews, four broad themes were established. These themes revealed that
students found play to be crucial in developing and maintaining friendships, destressing throughout the day, keeping up focus during lessons, and finally, there
needs to be more play in schools. These themes suggest play should be taken

more seriously in the classroom, as students view it to be crucial in several areas

vital for their own academic success.
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The Role of Play in E,lementary School: The Perceptions of Students

Introduction
Their faces and clothing are covered with black soot. The group has just
come out of a long shift in a coalmine. They wear scarves or turtleneck sweaters

to help fight off the dirt. Some of them wear large gloves to protect their hands;
others simply do without, the creases of their fingers filling with the black coal
dust. Just one appears to be smiling ever so slightly. The others' lips do not part;

their faces look like they have just finished one of many long backbreaking days
of work. These are the hard-working men upon which the United States is being

built, except they are not men at all. They are young boys not more than 9 or l0years-old toiling away in the coalmines of America.
We have certainly come a long way since the time of child labor, though it
was less than 100 years ago that Congress passed the Fair Labor Standards Act

that made it illegal for anyone under l6 to work during school hours with some
exceptions. As these laws were being fought for, compulsory education was
becoming more and more popular; it was in fact seen as one way to fight child

labor. But have our countries young stepped out of one workhouse into another?

Dwindling Time for Play
The average student spends just over 1,000 hours in school every year

(National Center for E,ducation Statistics, 2008). By ten-years-old (5'l' grade) they
have spent 10,500 hours in the classroom. This is not including homework, which

according to a parental survey, found that as early as kindergafien, students were
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spending 25 minutes a night on school work, in 1" grade they were spending 28
minutes, and in 3'd,29 minutes (Pressmafl, R., Sugannafl, D., Nemon, M.,
Desjarlais, J,, Owens, J., 8L Schettini-Evans, A.,2015). Averaging a school year

of

175 days like Minnesota (NCES,2008), that is 239 more hours and assuming

4th and 5th graders do a

similar amount of homework, students are spending closer

to I 1,000 hours on school by the time they are just I I -years-old.
Contrast this with physical activity and play. The Center for Disease

Control (CDC) recommends children should get at least 60 minutes of aerobic

activity everyday (CDC, Z0l4). This gives us 1,825 hours a year from
kindergarten to 5th grade. By the time they are lO-years-old children should have
gotten 3,650 hours (ideally one hour a day) of physical activity.

While students are essentially compelled by law to get 10,000 hours of
schoolwork and an additional 1,000 hours in homework, we seem to be falling
short in making sure our children are getting their, just under, 4,000 hours of

physical activity. The Aspen Institute's Project Play (2016) finds that only 2lo/o of
children are getting these physical activity hours. Likewise, the CDC, which only
keeps numbers for high school students, reports that only 30% of students are

getting these hours (CDC, 2014). While 70o/o of our students are not getting
enough physically activity, schools, as the next section

will show, seem to be

shrinking the role of play in the school day.
Recess Under Attack
One of the most visible fbrms of play at school is recess. It has been an

institution at school for over a century, yet today, it seems to be under attack. A
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Tirne magazine report found that just 3 states have a mandatory 20 minutes of
recess. Disturbingly, even this small tirne in recess is being decreased in some
places and families are fighting their schools to provide more time to play

(Stainburn,20l4). Cuts to recess have been so deep that schools are now being
built in major school districts without playgrounds. As many

as 40Yo

of school

districts in the U.S. are considering or actually carrying out a removal of recess
from the school day (Sindelar,2002). On top of this, 40% of schools provide no
recess at all, says The American Association for the

Child's Right to Play (2012).

The U.S. Department of Education itself has even reported seeing the lessened
numbers of time in recess and physical activity (Livingston, and Wirt,2005).
So why are schools getting rid of time for play and recess? And what are

they doing with this newfound time? Many of the school districts are doing away

with time in recess in favor of more time in the classroom; this is in part to
complete areas of the common core curriculum to prepare for high-stakes tests
according to a 2015 article in Forbes magazine (2017). The No Child Left Behind

Act has schools pushing high-level academics and time in rigorous study to the
max. Students are spending more and more time taking and preparing for
standardized testing, consequently losing time for play. This testing actually
begins to peak as early as 3'd grade with the average student spending 20.6 hours

in testing during the year (Layton, 2015).
Educators and policy makers seeffr to be doubling down on strictly
academic

ef

forts while leaving other aspects of childhood, like play, to others.
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The natural question then may be, is this a problern? Is ignoring play and vastly
emphasizing study and schoolwork hurting our children?

A growing body of research makes clear that by ignoring play we may

be

ignoring a large area of potential developrnent for our young. Play is far from
unimportant say many groups, including the American Academy of Pediatrics

(AAP) (Ginsburg,2007). Play has positive affects on physical, social, and
cognitive development. The AAP points out that because of the vast benefits of
play, the United Nations Commission for Human Rights (1989) went so far as to
declare play a right for all children.

While physical and social growth is important to educators, the cognitive
benefits of play may be of particular interest. For example play, has been found to
be important for healthy brain development (Pellis, S. M.,

& Pellis, V. C.2007).

"The experience of play changes the connections of the neurons at the front end

of

your brain," says Sergio Pellis, a researcher at the University of Lethbridge in
Alberta, Canada, in a radio interview with NPR (Hamilton,2014). "And without
play experience, those neurons aren't changed." Play in schools also allows
students' brains to have a break that the physiology of their brain requires due to
its cyclical working pattern (Jensen, 2005).
The Progamme for International Student Assessment (PISA) also shows
that our reduction of recess may not be justified. In 2003, The United States was
ranked as below average in math, and only average in reading (PISA, 2003).

Twelve years later, all while cutting tirne for recess, the most recent PISA scores
show U.S. students are still unable to break above average in either math or
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reading (PISA, 2015). The international tests are making it clear that our
students are not meeting our standards on the global stage. Not only is our laser
focus on one aspect of childhood not showing results in international test scores, it
seems to be darnaging our students in other ways. The American Psychological

Association has reported finding the average high school student reports
higher level of stress than the average adult, and that
depressed due to stress

3 7o/o

a

have felt sad or

(APA, 2014).

The stakes here in the United States are high. 15 million children now

live in poverty (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2017), and success in
academics and college is still one of the best ways of breaking out of this cycle.
Teachers may often see themselves as fighting a life and death battle for the

futures of their students. Time away from "serious" academics can seem on face
value, foolhardy and a waste of precious time for many who are trying to "save"

their students. But have the good intentions been blinding us to whole aspects of
childhood?
Is it possible that in our striving for success we have taken our young

from one, literal coalmine, only to put them in another more hypothetical one?

A place where students enter every morning, spend 6 to

8 hours

sitting at a desk

or staring at a computer screen only to emerge and have the work follow them
home for another hour or two.

What follows is a deeper look into the side of the childhood scale we
seem to have been ignoring. Play.

It is also an attempt to get student

perspectives of play and their thoughts on its role in school.
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First, I will look to the literature around play and its place in the
schoolroom, as well as its impact on development. Second, I am going to share
the views of 5 fourth-grade students (my students), about how play affects the
classroom for them and their perceptions of school. Finally, I

will

use the

research and the students' perspectives in an attempt to make recommendations

for teachers around the importance of play. These recommendations will be in
large part aimed at my own practice as an educator.
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Literature Review
This chapter will provide a review of the literature as it relates to play.
First, it will examine the history of research around play in schools. Second, I will
attempt to define play from three viewpoints: biological, sociological, and in the
eyes of students. Next I

schools. Then I

will turn to the research surrounding play

will look

and its role in

at the small amount of research there has been around

diverse communities (students of color, those living in poverty, and those with
special needs), and play in school. Finally, I will take a look at the role of the
teacher as it relates to play at school.

History of Play in Schools

Play has been a part of education for hundreds of years. From recess to
games in the classroom, play has had a large role in schools since the beginning.

Its place though, has sometimes been contentious and its role in the schoolhouse
deeply debated. From as early as 1885, play in the classroom came under fire,
when the Superintendent of schools for Lansing, Michigan was railing for the
removal of recess, the most well recognized time of play in schools, from schools
across the nation, (Clements

& Jarrett, 2000).

Since then, the debate has raged

with interested parties wading in from all sides. One recent example is the
American Academy of Pediatrics, (Ginsburg, 2007) which published:

It ensures that the school setting attends to the
social and emotional development of children as well as their cognitive development. It has been
shown to help children adjust to the school setting and even to enhance children's learning
readiness, learning behaviors, and problem- solving skitts. Sociol-emotional learning is best
integratedwith academic learning; it is concerning if some af theforces that enhance children's
Play is integral to the academic environment.
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ability to learn are elevated at the expense of others. Play and unscheduled time that allow for
peer interactions are important componenls of social-emotional learning. (Ginsburg, 2007,p. 1)
Recess, the most visible manif-estation of play

in schools, has been

mentioned in educational research as far back as the early 1900s, though it
appears it was only beginning to be seriously looked at beginning in the 1960s.
One early article

fiom

197

4 found recess to be a useful kind of carrot, to the

proverbial stick, with which to award students for success in the mathematics
classroom or to be removed if their scores were deemed too low or to drop (Reis,
te7 4).

In the 1980s, researchers began to delve more into recess and its true place
in the classroom.

A l98l

study sought to find the role of recess in social and

cognitive skill development (Borman, 1981). Psychologist Anthony Pellegrini
published one of the first of his rnany reports on the subject of play and recess in
1987.

At the same time, one early study observed students both on the

recess

playground and in gym class, writing that students did not use the opportunity

well enough to get the proper aerobic exercise (Kraft, 1989).
In the 1990s, research in the area of recess seems to have grown
exponentially. Pellegrini wrote again that recess has benefits in both education
and development ( 1993).

A

1996 report linked recess to improved social skills,

self-confidence, and irnproved behavior (Patrick, 1996). Play in general was also
beginning to be seriously discussed as an irnportant factor in brain, and even

moral development (Frost, 1998).

At the saffre titne of this surge in research on recess and play though,
teachers were distancing thernselves from allotting school time fbr playful
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activities. In a survey of England's schools, Peter Blatchford fbund that teachers
believed recess to be a waste of tirne and were finding ways to cut back

(Blatchford, 2003). Even as research continues to build into the positive aspects of
recess and play, schools across the United States have been reducing students'

time in recess.
While play was largely ignored in any serious study of education for
decades, evidence of its irnportance is becoming ever clearer, even while

it

is

being removed from the classroom.

Defining Play
Play is such a ubiquitous term that when one sits down to actually define it

they may find it to be a difficult task, though many over the years have tried,
Merriam-Webster dictionary gives us play as "recreational activity; especially:

the spontaneous activity of children," This is a start, though likely does not
flully encompass play as a whole. The National Institute of Mental Health fl\flMH)
has weighed

in on what play is publishing a brochure for families (regarding the

irnportance of play) and defined play in this way:
Play is a child
frustrating, it is
of rhe child play
mtddle, and end

play lets a chtld
1981,

r.t

t things

ps.5.)

Both olthese definitions seem to center solely around the activities ol'play, and
sorre have gone so far as to say that play is a private place for children, an area
adults can guide thern in, but cannot fully take part in (Caring about kids, l98l ).
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Clearly play is not so sirnply defined. The definitions it has been given
might often say more about those doing the defining than about play itself.
Broadly, play has been looked at from many perspectives. Three of them are
relevant to this research: the biological viewpoint, the sociological viewpoint, and
the student's viewpoint.
The

Biological Viewpoint
Two broad reasons for play have been given to explain why animals and

humans play. One theory is that play comes out of a natural state, free of stress.

The other idea is that playing

will offer the animal, or person, a benefit or learned

skill (Pellis, Pellis, & Bell,20l0). Research into animal brains (where much of the
brain based research around play occurs) confirms that play can stem out of both
these scenarios, providing a benefit, and simply coming out of a natural stress free
state (Brudzynski,

Burgdorf, Kroes, Moskal, Panksepp,201 I ). Animals that have

experienced play seem more prepared emotionally and socially for unknown and
unexpected events, making them more adaptable (Brudzynski, et a1.,2011).
When looking at play and biology we cannot ignore the physical activity
aspect. Play builds motor-skills as early as infancy, and continues to build these

skills into childhood (Trawick-Smith, 2010). Over the childhood years, play
develops and strengthens muscle, increases coordination, and improves overall
health in countless ways (Trawick-Smith, 2010).
The effect of play on the body can be seen deep into the brain, down to

individual genes (Brudzynski, et al .,201 1). Even short-terrn exposure to play
leads to changes and development in hundreds of individual genes in the brain
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(Brudzynski, et al .,201 1). Play in infants, particularly away frorn the horne, has
been shown to reduce levels of cortisol (a stress related chemical that in high

concentrations limits brain development) in the infant brain, (Trawick-Smith,
2010). Play is vital to the development of the brain, specifically in the portions of
the brain (the Medial Frontal Lobes) that govern emotion and regulate behavior

(Trawick-Smith,2010). Students themselves have identified this, and state that
play increases their emotional well being throughout the day (Howard &
Mclnnes ,2012).

A natural question here rnight be, do educators have

a role in both brain

and physical development? Certainly brain development is squarely in the realm

of education, but what of the physical? Whether educators like it or not it seems
school takes an important role here, Recess, above all else, not home, is the time
when students are most physically active during the day, and when this activity is
lost at school, it is not made up at home (The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation,
2007; Dale, Dale, & Corbin,2000). This would irnply then, for elementary
students to be getting the

full advantage of all the benefits of play, they need to be

playing at school. This though, is not happening. Students are being scheduled for

just over 20 minutes of recess a day though it is recommended they get a
minimum 30 minutes, to a more ideal 60 minutes, of physical activity at school.
The

Sociological Viewpoint
In the sociological reahn, three early theories of play guided how many

have thought about play since the beginning of the 1900s.

In 1916 the Surplus

Energy Theory purposed that children were building up excess amounts of energy

Augsburg Universi$ Library
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off (Curtis, l9l6). The recreation theory posited that

children were using play to reenergize and rest after periods of work (Mitchel &
Mason, 1948). Recapitulation theory purposed that play was a hereditary response
to the early behaviors of ones culture. For example, some believe play may have
been a method with which young children and animals learned to hunt. These
three theories drove much of early thinking surrounding play.
The Students Viewpoint

As this research strives to get student perspectives on play, we also need to
dig into how students themselves define play. To children, play is a deeply
important topic, one that is governed by many unwritten and most often unspoken
ideas (Beisser, Gillespie, &. Thacker,2013). Though play seems to be a highly

individual activity, with each child having their own subjective ideas of what it is,
some common themes do appear (Ducan,20l5).

For an activity to be play it should meet several requirements, from free
choice to time away from responsibility (Barnett ,2013). Each of these aspects is

not of equal importance and top standing goes to free choice, without it, an

activity is unlikely to be designated

as

play (Barnett,2013). This idea of free

choice and an "ownership" in play activities comes out as early as preschool
(Bourne, J., Carter-Jones, C., Danby, S., Einarsd6ttir, J., Jones, D., Ross, S.,
Theobald, M .,2015). As students age, free choice begins to lose some of its
standing and as students enter upper elementary, "fun" takes top consideration
when defining play (King, 1982).
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Another major aspect of play, as children define it, is an allowance fbr
opportunities to interact with friends and family. Farnily seems particularly

important for children at the elementary school age, while as they grow older they
push to move away from these familial connections, and friends begin to take

their role in play (Barnett, 2013). Friends and family involvement then, is vital
for an activity to be considered play. Play cannot be in isolation.
Three further areas children use to define their play are engagement, active
play, and time away from responsibilities (Barnett , 2013). Students at play need to
be highly engaged in the activity as well as, for the most part, physically active.

While physical activity is important for both boys and girls at equal levels in
earlier stages of development, this need seems to decrease as students' ug",,

particularly for girls (Barnett,2013). Finally, play must involve time away from
other areas of work. For students in school, this would mean classroom chores
and academic class work (Barnett,20l3).

PIay in Education
Play offers an incredible amount of benefit and is important in the
developrnent of both the mind and the body. It is also clear that play holds a great
deal of value to students. Aside from these facts, what role does play have in the

education and development of our country's youth?
Research had surprisingly, until recently, found that play and learning

should be seen as two separate and complex activities. This belief is more and
Ixore being rejected as research now is finding play and learning to be deeply
connected (Bourne et.

al

.2.015). In fact play has been found to be important in a
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variety of areas surrounding education. From taking risks and being less fearful of
failure (Bellin & Rees, 2002), promoting emotional well being, and increasing
creativity (Garner, Murray, & Ramsetter,,20l0), to the development of early
literacy skills, especially vocabulary development (Bachrudin, 2003), play has
proved a vital component in education.

In this section I will explore two major areas of the intersection between
school and play.

Play and the Mechanics of Learning

With regards to the functions of learning, play has only begun to be
examined as a factor to be considered. This was pointed out nearly twenty years
ago (Pellegrini and Smith, 1998), and is still just beginning to be looked at more

seriously.
There is one area, though, where research says play can be invaluable to
the process of learning. Pellegrini and Smith ( 1998) posited years ago that play

may simply be a method of taking a break from a difficult task and this alone
makes it valuable. This idea was not a new one. As early as 1901, it had been

found that children work better on tasks when they are spread out over time,

particularly when they are being broken up with unstructured play breaks, and not
completed all in one large chunk of tirne (James,

l90l).

This idea of taking a break from a difficult task became well established
in the following years. The spacing effect entered the education scene in 1980 and
further clarified the benefits of breaking up large pieces of work (Dempster,
1980). When learning a new concept, or ffremorizing new information, the
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spacing effect flnds the best results for long-term memory come when the

information is chunked, and learners have breaks in-between taking in these
pieces" Play then can be seen as a natural way of implernenting this spacing eff-ect

for students.
This spacing effect has been taken f-urther in more recent research. Not
only does breaking up large periods and chunks of work ensure greater long term
retrieval of the infonnation, using this method to complete a task allows for more
focus over the entire duration of the job (Ariga &Lleras,2010). Groups who try
to maintain focus on a task for a long period fiust 50 minutes) steadily lose focus
and "vigilance" as time goes on. On the other hand, groups that break up this
same period of time

with small "mental breaks" maintained their levels of focus

from the beginning until the end (Ariga & Lleras,2010). This same result has
been seen in students'work, with time for unstructured play allowing students to

better focus on academic tasks during the day (Pellegrini, 2008).
The brain itself seems to operate on this pattern of work, play, work, play,
as it works on cyclical pattern and needs breaks to process information (Jensen,

2005). The body too needs breaks, specifically physical breaks:
When a human sitsJbr longer than about 20 minutes, the physiotog of the brain and body
changes. Gravity begins to pool btood into the hamstrings, robbing the brain of needed oxygen
and glucose, or brain fuel. The brain essentially just falls asleep when we sit for too long. Moving
and being active stimulates the neurons thatfire in the brain. When yori"are sitttig, those neurons
don't Jire (Rhea, 201a p.1 .)

These break or play periods are most imporlant for young children.

Younger students have a harder tirne avoiding distractions and off task stimuli,
and because of this, breaks can be essential to helping thern transition into school
and academic lif'e (Pellegrini, 2008). For young children, it can provide

a
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welcome area of rest and relaxation in a new world of intense school activity
(B Iatchford

& Pellegrin i, 2002).

Play, recess, and break time away from the academic work of school are

vital for the academic success of elementary age students (Blachtford &
Pellegrini,, 2002; Pellegrini, 2008; Jensen, 2005).

Play and Social Learning
Learning and education do not occur in isolation, it is a deeply social

activity. In fact, in a comparison of social skills and academic skills, social skills
proved to be a better predictor of future academic success than the academic
scores themselves (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, Pastorelli

& Zimbardo, 200).

Social skills been found to improve classroom work, engagement, and even
reduce test anxiety (Carey et a1.,2014).

"During the elementary school years, it is especially valuable

as rare

time

in which children can develop peer relations and social skills. These skills, in turn,
are important to children's successf,rl adjustment to school," writes Anthony

Pellegrini & Peter Blatchford (2002).
Play has a vital role in this development of brains that are more socially
adept (Pellis

& Pellis). From infancy, play begins to

increase the emotional and

social skill of human beings. Play increases the ability to manage emotions and
enables the formations of bonds between those engaging in the activity (Trawick-

Srnith,2010). Play first builds bonds between child and parent, child and
caregiver (teacher), and on to child and peer. Without play at an early age,

children often su[fer, and are unable to form healthy attachments to those around
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them. Unstructured play particularly helps young students adjust to their place in
school (Bohn and Pellegrini, 2005). Recess helps academics, relationships, and
general adjustrnent to the school atmosphere (Blatchford & Pellegrini,2002).

Play and Diverse Communities
In the area of play and diverse coffrmunities the research is much more
scarce than the preceding sections. This may be due to the fact that much of the
research (Pellegrini,2002; Barth, 2008) deals in physiological benefits and effects

of play and these benefits would not vary in different ethnic groups. Lillemyr,
Sobstad, Marder, and Flowerday
research finding

(201l) came to a similar conclusion in their

little in the way of research on play and its effects for different

groups and cultures.
One thing that has been covered in the research, as well as in the news, is

the fact that the benefits of play are not being passed successfirlly to students

of

color or students in poverty (Barth, 2008). Schools that serve children of low
income families, and that are home to a higher population of minority students,
are often the most likely to cut recess, while at the same time these children are
less likely to have access to safe play in their own neighborhoods (Milteer

&

Ginsbur g, 2012).

News reports of this disparity of the time available fbr unstructured play
(recces) have echoed Barth's findings. In 2008, the Macon Texas Telegraph

reported many students in minority schools were getting no recess at all
(sometimes simply due to a lack of equipment). While in 2014, a Seattle public

radio series highlighted the loss of recess minutes that was heavily affecting inner
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city areas. It seems our education systern not only has an academic Bap, but also

a

widening play gap as well (Milteer & Cinsburg,2012).
In regards to specific groups affected by play, one community seems to
get a special benefit from play. For those with certain disabilities, from

intellectual disabilities to attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, play can
increase the social development of these students (Tarwick-Smith, 2010). Outdoor

play in parlicular can help students with ADHD gain greater control as well

as

allowing for the formation of healthy relationships (Panksepp,2007).
Play can provide for the development of all children. It appears however,
that it is not being used equally. Like in so many other areas, certain populations
are being disproportionately denied access to the benefits of play.

The Teacher's Role in Play
Teachers have wide-ranging views on the role of play in the classroom

(Bigelow & Pyle,2014).In a focus study of three Canadian kindergarten teachers,
we are provided a glimpse at these different ways. One teacher saw play as a
method of getting more focused small groups time with individual students while
others played.

A second saw play as a key to the social and emotional

development of the students in her room. The third saw it as a method through

which her students leamed. These methods were deemed successful and vital in
their classrooms, however each room benefited in ways that seem to rnatch the
ways in which teachers were using play (Bigelow

& Pyle, 2014). What

should be a teacher's role regarding their students' play?

then
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Armed with the knowledge of the benefits of play, teachers can first serve
as advocates for play (Susan

& Edgar,2004). However, advocating for play may

not be enough. Teachers may need to go beyond simply advocating, but also
strive to ensure that all students have access to the benefits of this play

(Childhood Education, 2014). Teachers should take responsibility for establishing
a classroom where play is possible and encouraged (Bensen, 1994). [n this,

teachers may place themselves in the role of "play tutor;" someone who can help
students and guide them into imaginative styles of play (Benson,1994).

Play can also be a place for the teacher to truly observe and learn about
their students in deep fashion (Bensen, 1994). As discussed previously, play is
where children form their bonds with those around them (Tarwick-Smith,20l0).

Taking time to actively play with students could help develop bonds between
teacher and students. These bonds are not

trivial

as research shows, students

with

strong relationships to their teachers find greater success in all areas of school
(Gallagh er, 2017).

It

seems that play is not simply the realm of children, but should be

apart

of any successful educator's pedagogy. Time for play is a serious business for
both teachers and their students.
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Research Methodology
This research was conducted using action research, performed by myself,
a participant in the classroom being studied.

Action research is performed in

a

cycle that begins with identifying an area of focus. This is followed by a

collection of data and interpretation of that data. Finally, the goal of any action
research should be the use of this data and analysis for the creation of an action

plan for use by the researcher (Mills ,2001).
For this particular action research, the focus was "The role of play in
elementary school: The perceptions of students." The research was completed
using qualitative methods. Qualitative research takes a descriptive and narrative
based approach to collecting data, which in the case of this particular study came

out of recorded, face-to-face participant interviews (Mills, 2007). This qualitative
style is particularly suited to a phenomenological approach, allowing the research

to make meaning through the viewpoints and perspectives of its participants
(Bernard & Ryan, 2010).

This style of research has been taken for a couple of reasons. The frrst
reason is simply that it has a potential for benefiting myself as the teacher by

helping me gain a greater understanding of my students and their perspectives.
More broadly speaking, it has been chosen due to the lack of (seen in Chapter 2)
research from this perspective. There has been much research into the

physiological and psychological effects of play; however there seems to be little
research that looks specifically at student perspectives of play's role in theirown

education.
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Play Intervention.
As part of this research, I wanted to introduce an extra (meaning not
during recess) dose of play into the classroom. I did this through the use of what I
called a "play break." These play breaks began several months before the students
were to be interviewed.

All

students, including the focus students, received two

15-minute breaks per day, outside their school required 20 minutes of recess.
These breaks were given to separate each subject. For example the

first 1S-minute

break every day occurred after the days math lesson and before the days English
language afts lesson.

In the beginning these play breaks started out as a time when I would play
a classroom game

with the students. These were controlled games that I had

learned in my time with a group called Playworks. The students either
participated or did not (though there is not a time I remember that a student chose
not to participate). Over time, and as I spent time researching play, these breaks
morphed into something a bit different. As I found much research into the idea
that play from a child's perspective should have an element of free choice, I
aimed to inject free choice into the break. I provided materials and space, but the
students worked together to choose. Finally, I even added the option to go out

of

the classroom completely. Students had the option to go outside and play with any
equiprnent regularly available at recess. Often this meant playing football and

kickball, or tag on the playground equipment. Some chose to stay inside and this
usually meant playing card and board garnes, or dancing along with a popular
website that hosts dance music and instructions for kids. These breaks were given
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twice a day. The first break was offered in-between math and reading in the
morning. The second and final break of the day came after the afternoon lesson
(social studies or science) and before students were taken to their specialist Iesson

of the day.With this added intervention, students spent about 50 minutes of time
in play during the day, including about 20 minutes of recess time.
Selection of Focus Students
Five participants were chosen for this study, from a classroom of twenty
fourth-graders between the ages of 9 and 10. The classroom was part of a major
school district in the upper Midwest. The school itself is an urban school, with a

majority (68%) African-American population. The rest of the school
demographics break down as 15o/o Asian, 5% Hispanic, and 3% white. Nearly all
students at the school come from a background that could be considered
disadvantaged,

with 92% of the student population receiving free and reduced

lunch, and many designated as homeless and highly mobile.

All participants

are first and foremost students in my classroom. The focus

students were then members of my class who self-selected into the research by

returning permission slips from their parents.

All

students were given several

weeks to bring home the slips and decide with their family if they would like to

participate. In the end, five students chose to participate (there was one student
who elected to be in the study, though this student's parent did not give
permission for her to be recorded, so this student was not included).
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Participants

All

names and identifying characteristics of participants have been

removed from this report. The names below are pseudonyms meant to keep the

identity of the student participants confidential.

Kayla: Kayla is a very precocious young girl who was moved to my
classroom after not having success in another. She had a love of dance, but had

very low academic achievement, particularly in reading. When it came to play,
Kayla would frequently spend her time playing games, but seemed to open up to
more games with her friends as the year went on.

Rachel: Rachel is an extremely high-spirited young girl. She was very
active in the classroom, confidently speaking her mind often in all subjects.
Rachel was also a very active girl particularly with dancing. Academically,
Rachel was a very capable young girl, but often failed to have success with
standardized testing. In regard to play, Rachel tended to stay indoors, particularly
when she saw it as too cold. Inside she liked to dance with her friends and at other
times she enjoyed playing games (card games and board games) with others.

Mary: Mary is a very energetic student. She

was not one to sit around

when the option was offered, preferring to be one of the few girls in the classroom

who chose to join in with the students outside on the playground. Mary was a
deeply intelligent girl with a memory for books that was often astonishing;
however her actual reading level was that of a 2"d grader. She also had a very

strict personal code of right and wrong and was not afraid to put a stop to
someone who she saw doing something wrong. Mary was truly enthusiastic when
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it came to her break time and spent most of it playing on the playground, often in
tag games, with her friends.

Amy: Amy is truly

a caring young

girl in my classroom. Amy had a lot on

her shoulders at home as her mother was very sick, but she stayed positive and
found a good deal of success at school. Amy was a hard worker in the classroom,

but struggled academically. Amy typically spent her break tirne with several close
friends playing tag and running around on the play structure.

James: James is a student that came to my classroom after a rough start in
another classroom. In the beginning of the year he had been in many fights,

physical and verbal, with other students. After being suspended for one particular

fight it was decided he needed to be moved, which is when he came to my room. I
found him to be a very bright boy with a huge vocabulary. James had a passion

for singing, and loved attention. While he was easily upset, James proved to have
much more success in my classroom. James chose to take the majority of his
breaks outside where he played with his friends, mostly girls, on the playground.

He often seemed to be placing himself as the leader of a game of tag.

Data Collection and Analysis
Data Collection
For this study data was collected using five face-to-face interviews. These
interviews lasted approximately 20 minutes and were subsequently recorded

"field notes." These field notes are simply
interviews (Mills,

20ll).

a record

as

of what I saw and heard in the

These face-to-face interviews were conducted at the

school in the classroom and occurred during the school day. The student

?tr
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participants were asked a set of pre-planned questions designed to elicit their
personal views and experiences, surrounding the topic of play and the classroom.
These interviews were the main form of data for this research as we are looking to
get into the minds and perspectives of my students and hear their thoughts around

play.These interviews were all recorded with the written consent of the student
participants' guardians. The following are sample questions that were asked
during the interviews.
Questions:
The interviews started from a general list of questions and then expanded
based on students responses. These general questions were as follows:
What is play to you?
What is school to you?
Can play and school go together?
Should teachers play with you?
Can you give me some examples of when you play?
Where do you play?
What makes you want to come to school?
Can you learn anything from playing?
What do you think of our breaks?
How do you feel when we have missed our break?
Do you play more at home or at school?
These questions were meant to begin the conversation around play's role

in school. Further questions were asked based on student's varied responses. An
example of some of this questions follows:
Can you play without friends?
Why do you think it's importantfor kids not

to sit down all the

time?

you think of anyone yolt have gotlen to knovv through playing?
Why do you play more at school?
Do you think it is important to go ontside thenfor play?
Can
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Data Analysis

Following the transcription ol'the field notes, I worked to analyze and
code the data looking for patterns and similarities in the participant responses

(Mills, 2011). Based on when and where code patterns were
themes developed

seen, particular

(Mills, 20ll). This process is referred to as the formation of

"grounded theory." Grounded theory is simply a research process that lets theory
emerge out of and from the data, hence its moniker'grounded,' as in grounded in

the data (Glaser
selected as

& Strauss, 1967). This process of using Grounded Theory was

it is particularly suited for deriving meaning out of social settings

(Mills, 2011).
Finally, after themes were established, they were compared to findings of
other studies and used to make conclusions and recommendations.
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Findings
This chapter presents the results of rny interviews with the five
participants. Over the course of the five interviews, including a few follow up
sessions, four main themes emerged from the data. These themes were: play as a
source of building and maintaining friendships, play is a tool to reduce and

remove stress throughout the duy, breaks for play are a chance to reset and
refocus, and finally the need for more play at school.

Play ils tt source of building and maintaining friendships

If my students had one wholly unifying idea of play and its place in the
classroom, its power to create and strengthen friendships came out as paramount

in the data. Friends and friendship emerged several times and in several ways in
each interview. Four of the five students even defined play as something that had

to take place with friends. Amy said, "Play number one is, like playing outside,
playing with your friends." James furthers this point saying, "Playing to me is like
a way to bond

with your friends and get to know them more." Rachel continues to

echo this theme of defining play with friendship when she shares, "'We have
breaks and we get to play games and we get to have partners." Finally Mary adds,

"Well play means to me like fun and like excitement, and playing with your
friends."
The explanations for why play needed to involve friends started with the

notion of avoiding loneliness, Amy says, "So you don't feel lonely or left out,"
and Mary adds,

"You don't want to play by yourself." However, it became clear

that my students did not think of playing with friends for the sole purpose of not
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being lonely. The act of play was seen as a method of developing friends, getting
to know the friends you have better, and even learning how to interact
appropriately with classmates. According to Rachel, "We learn how to get along
together and we learn how to do new things that we haven't did." Mary adds,

I would tell them we are getting to know our classmates, we are like, like say like

if we didn't like our classmate. In

breaks we get to, like, know them and play with

them. Like have moments with them and like...like'I am soffy for doing
something to you."'James supports the importance of play in regards to

friendship stating, "Playing to me is like a way to bond with your friends and get
to know them more."
Several students even had stories about times they had made new friends

through playing. Rachel shares:

"Well Theresa, cause me and Theresa didn't play together that much and
me an Trey didn't play together that much and then one day we started
dancing and when we started Gonoodle, we started playing and we started

doing dance together and we started to play together at recess. "
James supports this when he shares, "So I was in a different classroom. Its hot

outside and I see people doing cartwheels and I say can you do a round off? And
they say yes. And then all of a sudden we just became friends." Amy even shares
a list of friends she had made during play,

"l've learned to get along with Tyler,

I've learned to get along with Kayla, I've learned to get along with umm that's
about it."
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James even mentioned play as a time to bond not only with fellow
classmates but with the classroom teacher as well,

play.Like I said it's

a way to bond

"l think

that teachers should

with your friends its also a way to bond with

your teacher and get to know them more."

It could hardly be more clear that play, friendship, and relationships

are

deeply intertwined in the minds of my students. Play allows them to make friends,

while also allowing them to connect with teachers (adults), as well as helping
them to learn skills to navigate the social world of school.

PIay is a tool to reduce and remove slress and frustrution throughout the day
Outside of the simple idea of 'fun,' for many of the students I interviewed,
one of the major roles for play in school was relief from stress and frustration, and
the release of pent up energy. Each student talked about the work of a school day
and how taking a break to play was a method of mitigating those frustrations. The
act of play then seemed to allow them to focus more on the learning itself than the
stress and frustration learning can cause. Mary narrates this idea
shares how she feels

well when

she

without recess:

"Cause then you

will like get tired and then you will feel like you are

claustrophobic, and the walls they

will fell like, it feels like the walls

are

closing in. But if you have like recess, there is open walls, open space, you
can run around, play."

Rachel helps claritz the need for play in reducing the day's stress by sharing,
"Cause we do a lot of hard math and we get to just think and do what we want to
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ofjust working. Cause when you keep working you

kind of get stressed."
Finally, James explains what happens when he is unable to take a play break and
starts to feel the weight of the work,

"Well I get a little antsy."

Mary included teachers in her idea that play can help even her teachers
deal with stress:

"Well

so the teachers they

just sit around and teach each other, and that

might get a little tiring and boring so playing is like a way to like get your
energy up and like, then like after that you

will

be like focused, and ready

like. When we have quiet time we relax or read a story to calm us down
from playing."

Mary who is very articulate on the subject of play and stress was also able to
describe the role play could have in regards to stress, sharing,

"Like it feels like

you are out just like out of everything, like free to do anything."

It might be important to note that
as a part

stress was mentioned by other students

of their school day, even when they didn't mention this in regards to

play. For example, Amy shares, "I feel stressed when we are doing a test cause I

don't know if I am going to get the answers right or not. I feel stressed when I
have a lot going on at home and I have to come to school and take it out on

everybody else."
Even though Amy didn't speak to play as a method of relieving this

particular stress, it came up in the interview later when she was asked what she
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"l would

tell

them that it helps calm me down when I arn rnad or angry."

Kayla was the exception when it came to connection play with a release of
stress. Saying first that play does not affect her feelings at school, but later

amending that slightly, saying "Because it and we just skip and no break or recess
and we just skipping that because the whole class want to be bad."
These responses make

it clear that my students are facing stresses both at

home and at school. In their interviews it became clear that play allowed them to
deal with these stresses in a pro-social, even educational setting.

Breaks for play flre fi chunce to reset and refocus
Students often find the j,rmp from third to fourth grade to be a big

jr*p

with a lot more work required of them. My students often resist that work as much
as possible and

often speak of being tired quite frequently. I, and they, feel the

push for success on state testing at a high level. This drive for success often leads

to a tight schedule where each lesson is followed quickly by another, and then
another throughout each day. By the end of the day focus is extremely

difficult

and students begin to struggle. James spoke of this struggle to keep focus

throughout a lesson, "As we are working, I am trying to stay focused and trying
not get antsy." Recalling a previous discussion in the classroom Amy adds to
James's thought and speaks to the physical struggles of a day in a classroom

saying, "Sothey don'thaveto do like a lot of work. But school is forwork. So
they don't have to do a lot of work because usually your brain its like if your
brain doesn't like, and you said if you sit down a lot, blood is not getting to your
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brain, so they should have breaks so they can have more fun." James speaks to
this same struggle saying, o'Something about me, I just can't stay still. If I'm not
moving or holding something, or if it's not quiet and I am trying to do a test I get
antsy."

This idea of struggling to sit for long periods and work came up over and

overwith play as a method of mitigating the difficulties of this struggle.A*y
shares how play can help when she shared, "When

I sit down for a long time I

usually like to play with my fingers like this... Or I move my feet.... I don't know
I just have to.

I have to be moving in some kind of way." Mary further illustrates

this point sharing, "So like sometimes, say for instance, I just threw a paper,
be irritated. With breaks like I don't have to get irritated and mad so I

I'll

won't

throw a ftt. "
Rachel helped explain nicely how our play breaks and recess helps her in
these types of situations saying this about how she feels after a break,

"l feel

energized. If we just went straight from math to reading we keep planning what
we have been learning up in our brain and we don't get to like have fun cause we
get tired, we have to play around." Kayla was again the outlier and did not

connect play to any sorl of boost in energy.

In the end four of the five students found that taking a break, specifically a
play break was vital to their success in the classroom because it allowed them to
deal with their frustrations and academic struggles as well as their deep need for

physical movement.

nn
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One more theme was clear throughout my interviews. This therne is left

for last though, due to the fact that it did not come about organically in the
discussions, but came from a direct question of mine. The question was "Do you

play more at home or at school?" The answer for all but one of my interviewees
was the same: School. It was the clear winner of the two. This would have been a

surprise if it had not been for the literature review, but it becarre clear that my
students were playing much more at school than at home.

A*y

explains she plays more at school because she feels much busier at

home saying:
"Cause usually when I am at home I have to do a lot of work. I have to
wash the dishes, I have to start the laundry thing...oh what is

it

called...the washing machine. I have to wash the dishes. I have to dry the
dishes. I have to fold clothes when they are done.

I like to help my mom

clean out drawers and stuff we don't need. Like when it's the winter I like

to look at summer stuff that I know I can't fit and that I don't wear."
James spoke to playing more at school because of a lack

saying,

of friends around home

"l mostly want to say that I play more at school. Because there is like

more kids to play with. Because on my block I am the only kid my age." Mary
echoed James speaking to having more and better friends to play with at school,

"There is not that many people, like there is not that many kids in our building.
We play more inside. I have some friends around my neighborhood. Like my
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cousins live around me and they are my friends. And my sisters I live with them.

But then at school say for instance, this whole classroom, like we get along."

It is clear that students are playing more at school than at home. While it
also clear there are great benefits to be gained from play, cognitively,

academically, physically, and socially. E,very one of my students said we should

play more at school. The research backs them up. We cannot ignore the benefits
of play and we cannot leave play to happen at home, especially for our students
most likely to be deprived of play. We simply need more play in school.

This chapter has been a look at the results of my interviews with six
students in my classroom. Through these interviews four themes emerged;

friendship, stress reduction, play as an energizing force, and playing more at
school than at home. Any researcher comments have been made in an effort to
interpret subject answers. In the following chapter we

will connect these themes

with other research and make recommendations around these areas.

is
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Conclusion and Recommendations
The data seems clear. Students feel that play has an integral role in school,
and without it they could not function the same; possibly, with more play students

could be more successful in school. To summarize the last chapter, three major
themes appeared with a fourth theme that may also be important to consider. First,

play is key in the development of friendships. Second, play helps reduce student
stress at school. Third, taking breaks for play helps students stay focused

throughout the school day. The fourth and final theme was the importance of play
and the need for more of

it at school.

This chapter is broken into two sections. The first will draw conclusions
based on the interviews discussed in chapter
second section

will make recommendations

4 and the literature review. The

based on these conclusions.

Conclusions

Play is vital in the development offriendships and the building of relationships
Play has a great of deal importance in regards to socialization and

emotional development (Pellis and Pellis; Capara et al 2000; Blatchford and

Pellegrini,2002). The students I interviewed echoed the previous research saying
play allows them the chance to build friendships and learn the skills to navigale

a

classroom of 20 others. This is of no small importance as research has shown
social skills may be just as important for success in school as academic skills
(Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, Pastorelli & Zimbardo, 2000). Play helps the

brain develop the skills it needs to function socially and allow for development of
relationships which are vital to success in a classroom of more than one (Pellis
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and Pellis; Trawick-Smith,2010). The students interviewed in this study spoke to

this in their own ways explaining how they used play to learn about conflict
management as well as making and keeping strong relationships with those
around them.
Play provides a space to de-stress from lhe academic demands of the school day
These days, students are reporting themselves as more stressed than

previous generations. A stressed mind is not one in an ideal position to learn and

grow. This is evidenced in our very brain biology and in buildup and release of
cortisol in the brain (Trawick-Smith,2010). PIay provides this bridge over
troubled waters that can allow students to breathe and fulfill some of their most
basic needs that cannot truly be met in an academic only setting.

The students I interviewed spoke to this buildup of stress as they work and
often become frustrated when facing a difficult task. Here, one area of previous
research seems to be quite apt. The Spacing Effect has found that often when

facing a taxing intellectual task that it can be beneficial to break apart the task
(Dempster,2010). This idea of spacing out challenges with time to de-stress and
play came out loud and clear in the interviews, even if these students have likely
never heard of the spacing effect. Ideally students are learning challenging things
every day. It seems this can often lead to stress. Play it is clear, can be a beneficial
de-stressor to help students navigate the academic challenges they are facing.

Play breaks are energizing and improve student focus
In a traditional school setting students are spending much of their days
sitting at desks. This simple sitting down for long periods of time is taking its toll
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on their learning, making it nearly irnpossible for them to focus on the learning

that we deem so important, as the very blood in their body begins to move away

from the brain where it is needed in learning (Jensen, 2005). A break for play can
help the body and mind deal with these effects as the students interviewed here

clearly stated. They feel the effects of sitting for long periods directly and speak
to the renewed focus and energy they can feel for learning after a break for play.
This idea of taking a break fits well again with Dempster's Spacing Effect
(2010). Though by making it a break for play, students are not only able to take a
mental break but are able to, as some of my students put

it'get their wiggles out.'

This too is supported by previous research that shows students' bodies
(everyone's bodies for that matter) need movement, which for children happens
so naturally during play (Rhea, 2014).

Taking play breaks allows students to refocus and better avoid the
distractions and off task stimulations so available in a child's life (Pellegrini,
2008). The students interviewed here clearly spoke to this renewed focus after a

play break. Play to them has a serious role in their success at school allowing
them to remain focused and energized throughout a 6 to
The need

for

I hour day of learning.

more play at school

It is likely no surprise that all the interviewees would like more recess at
school. Lesser known, though, is the idea that students are already playing more at
school than at home, which each of my students also spoke to. Previous research
has also found this to be the case. Particularly

low income and minority students

are suffering from a lack of play due to little access to safe areas

forplay (Milteer
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these students are also the most

likely to be cutting recess.
Students asking for more play in school may seem to be akin to the

employee saying he or she would get more done if their employer only gave them
more time off, rneaning teachers often see this request as a work avoidance tactic;
however, as this research has shown, the benefits of play are not so easy to brush
aside.

If minority

and low-income students are disproportionally missing out on

the benefits, they are also missing out on the vital benefrts of play as well.

Without these benefits, there may continue to be a wide gap between their success
and the academic success of those more privileged students.

Recommendations
1. Schools should view access to play as a

right of all students and strive to

provide a safe and well-supplied space for play availahle to all classrooms.

(Ideally 60 minutes a day)
E,arly in this research

I asked, is it possible that in our striving for success

we have taken our young from one, literal coalmine, only to put them in another
more hypothetical one. A place where students enter every morning, spend 6 to
B

hours sitting in a desk or starin g at a computer screen only to emerge and have

the work follow thern home for another hour or two.

It seems like we rnight actually be doing this. Play is being removed from
schools at an alarming rate. In a misguided attempt to rectifo perceived failures
and irnprove test scores, schools are viewing time as dwindling resource, one that

simply cannot be spent in "idle play." This is a misguided effort, one that could be
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society as a whole. Thankfully, organizations are springing up in an ef-fort to fight
this trend toward a school day without play. They are pointing to the same
research discussed in this paper to show school administrators and politicians that

we remove play to children's peril.

Not only is play necessary for our students success, it is an ideal place for
them to be getting play. In fact, as my students told me, school might be where
they get the majority of their play, which for many students, sadly means they are

not getting much. This is particularly true for minority students and those from
disadvantaged backgrounds who struggle to find spaces and time to play at home.

School then becomes the one place they can find play.
School can and should provide a safe space with the vital friendships and
materials to allow for play to occur. Successful schools will need to recognize
they cannot pass the responsibility for play onto home, play needs to be a big part

of the school day.
2. PIay should occur frequently during the school day and not just in recess.

The ideal being 15 minutes out of every 60 minutes

It was surprising to me as a teacher to hear students' feelings related to the
stress and frustration they deal

with related to the days work. Many explanations

for this have been posited. While the causes of this stress are spread over many
areas and realms from home stress and even trauma to simply academic related
stress, the damage to our children is undeniable. Play, as my students clearly
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in its wake.

As teachers we may forget our young students are not too young to be
experiencing stress, and never to old to experience play. In fact many of our
students are experiencing stress at home, and also at school.

Our children are in school for a long day and while schools are beginning
to pull away from traditional lecture style lessons, students are still spending good

portions of their day sitting still in a single classroom in small desks, with 20 to
30 other bodies trying to do the same. The human body did not evolve for this,
and the youthful body can barely tolerate

it (Rhea,2014).

Play is vital for our students to function in school simply on a physical
level. As my students relayed, play can provide boosts of energy throughout the
day. This seems almost the opposite of the early theories of play that posited play
as a place to burn

off energy.

It is not enough to provide engaging lessons if we do not take into account
that the body and brain need movement (play) before it can truly focus.

3.) Play should be used to teach and reinforce vital social and emotional

learning of young students.
Classrooms are not places of static learning filled with cogs in a wheel.
Classrooms are spaces for individuals who have to work together to achieve their
goals. These individuals must work well together for a classroom to function.
Classrooms fail quickly when the individuals in them are unable to work with
each other in a respectful and even friendly manner. Play then, is essential to a
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successful classroom as it allows students a space in which to leam to respect one
another and form meaningful bonds. This in fact may be more important than time
spent in strictly academic pursuits (Capara et al., 2000).

Inevitably when individuals come together in groups, conflicts arise. This
is no less true with elementary students. Play then becomes a time to work out
these conflicts in a safe space. Without play conflicts can fester leaving a

classroom to suffer as the members of it struggle to co-exist. Play can allow two
students with a conflict to find a comrnon ground in fun.
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Self Reflection
As the title implies, this chapter will be about myself. How I came to be
studying this question and the role my own thoughts and experiences played in
choosing this line of research, as well as how I will be applying what I have
learned to my future in education.

When I was young I was a very active child. In all my memories from
elementary school I am either playing basketball, running around my
neighborhood with friends, on my bike trying to get lost, or at recess with friends.

In all honesty, I remember nothing of my early academic life, Even though I often
strive to recall what those classrooms where like in an effort to think about how
they may be affecting my thoughts as a teacher, but they just do not come.

I was so active as a child that I was diagnosed with ADD. From what I can
recall, I saw a therapist a couple of times, and took some medicine. I have a vague
memory of sitting in the doctor's offrce with him explaining the physiology
behind my new diagnosis. In the end though, or so my mother has reminded me, I
was taken off the medication. Apparently when I was on it I just would not eat, so

it was decided the benefits were not worth the cost. I often wonder if this is still
affecting me to this day, and other times I wonder if I was just an early case of
what now seems to be a monumental over diagnosis of Attention Deficit

Hyperactivity Disorder, or ADHD, in boys.
Sitting still in class was never one of my strong points. Maybe this is what
is really behind my interest in play. I see myself, and other teachers, asking
students to sit

still and do things I could never want for my elementary self. I have
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done this often, not because I have believed in it, but because

it was and is the

way things are done. I was lucky though and was introduced to the power of play
early in my time in public schools.

My first job in a public school was with an organization called Playworks.
As a Playworks coach I taught students games to play at recess, and I taught them
and their teachers games that could be played in the classroom. With this

experience I got to know the students deeply. Simply playing with students is a

powerful thing that I think we teachers do not often take enough advantage of. It
is where they build connections with their friends and peers, and so
great place to form our own bonds

it can be

a

with our students.

From there on I have been injecting play into the classroom and school in
whatever way I can. I started out, like research has shown many teachers do,
using play as a reward for good behavior or finishing work, often work that we
ourselves are required to ask of them (here I refer to hours of standardized
testing). I even have made the common mistake of using the loss of recess as a
consequence for misbehavior. I

still occasionally

do.

A feeling of guilt has often, sadly, been a part of

these times I have sought

to allow for play in the classroom. I often feel the need to hide this time from
administrators or fellow 4th grade teammates thinking they would judge me as

lazy for allowing this time, or fool hardy in wasting the students' time, The fact
that I have always been what I would like to call a rebellious thinker helped me
keep going in these tirnes.
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In choosing this research topic, I have decided it is time fbr me to look
deeper into my guilty forays into play. What I suspected is that

I should not have,

nor should anyone feel guilty for allowing children to be children. As I began the

project I was astonished at what I was finding. First, I was astonished at how little
this has really been studied. Then I was further amazed to see that overwhelming

positivity of the research that has been done. Play can do so much for our
students. In almost every aspect of a child's life, social, emotional, physical, and
academic play can be a force for growth and development. Though

finally I found

myself saddened.
In my research I did not just find out what play could do for students, but I
also found how much

it is being neglected. I saw it so much that I could not really

accept that this was truly the case. No thinking person could

justifo taking recess

away from 4th graders, let alone S-year-olds.

But then the moment came. I was nearing the end of my literature review
when the staff at my school began a book study. During our conversation we
came to discuss standardized testing and how we felt it was not accurately

showing our students intellect, and that it was negatively affecting our teaching
practice. In course of this discussion it came to light that a new teacher in the
school had recently told the administration that the students in this Kindergarten
room were not getting recess (at this point we were 3/4ths done with the year).
The reason: when this new teacher was presented with the massive amount

of

required work, initiatives, even testing, they simply saw no time to both complete
this required work and allow for recess. Add to this the fact that Kindergarten
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rooms in our school do not have a dedicated recess tirne (as they have their own

playground and can use it when they please without conflict with other classes)
and this teacher simply saw this as the only option.

That is when I knew this could all be true. We really have been removing
a

whole piece of childhood from children. Perhaps in some cases, like t found at

my own school, but sadly in many cases the removal is willful.
Across the country we see students failing. We see many of them suffering

in poverty, with so little opportunity, but limitless talent and potential. As
educators we take a lot of that burden on our shoulders

(if only in our rninds).

This in my view has led many to see any lost minutes for study (of math, science,
and reading) as devastating failures, failures that contribute to a cycle of poverty
and unrealized potential. In doing so we are ignoring a massive portion of a

child's growth and development. Play does prepare children for the future. One of
the most striking pieces of research I found showed that social skills (which are
developed in large part through play) are a better predictor of success than
academic skills. Yet we ignore it, and task home with this vital role.

But in the end, this research was not about what those who study
education have to say about play. This research was about what children have to
say about play. And they each had a lot to say.

In taking this time to interview my students I was deeply surprised, though

I should not have been, at their ability to articulate important observations and
feelings about school, and about play. When one girl told me about feeling the

walls closing in around her during the school I was simply blown away. That
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students by the thousands could be sitting in a classroorns of 30 others feeling this

way every day, often with no escape, no breaks like ours, and even no recess and
we are somehow expecting them to flourish is beyond me.
The fact that they could give voice to feelings of stress and being
overwhelmed by their day was a hard pill to swallow. But it always gave me a

feeling ofjustification. It was a step towards whipping that feeling of guilt out of
my mind. My students need play.
In the end this was only a look at 5 students, and generulizing its results is

risky; however, its importance to my classroom pedagogy cannot be downplayed.
The results I have found and the things my students have told me made it clear
that play should and

will

be a part of every class day

I lead. On top of that it made

me realize that instead of feeling guilt over our time in play, and a need to hide it,

I should be thinking the opposite. I should (and have tried to begin) to be an
advocate for play, first to my 4'h grade teammates, but also to my administration.
Part of me even envisions finding ways to advocate for play in bigger ways,

though that may be down the road many years.
For now I

will

be content to make my own classroom a play friendly zone.
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